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Summary 
 

Neglect is a serious form of maltreatment. It is the persistent failure to meet a child’s 

basic physical and/or psychological needs resulting in serious impairment of heath and/or 

development (Turney & Tanner 2005). Neglect has harmful consequences in the short 

and long term and it can be fatal. In practice, neglect exists as a continuum ranging from 

reactive and short term to chronic and severe neglect (ibid.). Although relatively little 

attention has been paid to neglect in terms of research and policy, existing research 

challenges the common misconception that neglect is not as serious as other forms of 

child maltreatment.  

 

Neglect is a complex phenomenon that is difficult to define. In the face of pluralistic 

notions of what constitutes adequate care, defining children’s needs and determining what 

constitutes neglect has been problematic. The lack of clarity around what child neglect 

means and includes has practical implications. As most neglectful families have complex 

needs, interventions frequently entail responses from different service providers. 

Practitioners’ understandings of neglect, however, are often shaped by different 

professional backgrounds and can vary within and across different services. This can 

contribute to vital pieces of information in neglect cases not being picked up, information 

being lost or not being effectively communicated across different agencies. An effective 

interagency approach is indispensable for successfully intervening in cases of child 

neglect and in safeguarding children. 

 

Key findings 
 

o Neglect has been neglected. It is underreported and underestimated. 

o Neglect is pervasive. It is the most common category in the child protection 

registry in England, accounting for 43 per cent of all entries (DfES 2006a). 
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o Neglect is complex and hard to define. It varies by type, severity and chronicity 

as well as a child’s age.  

o Because neglect is hard to define, it can be difficult for professionals to identify 

the point at which to make a referral.  

o Neglect often co-exists with other forms of child maltreatment. Boundaries 

between abuse and neglect can become blurred. 

o There is no single cause for neglect. Most neglectful families experience a variety 

and a combination of adversities. Depression, domestic violence, substance use 

and poverty are amongst the factors linked to neglect. 

o Some children are particularly vulnerable to neglect. At risk groups include 

children born prematurely, children with disabilities, adolescents, children in 

care, runaways, asylum-seeking children and children from BME communities. 

o Neglect has adverse short- and long-term effects. In extreme cases, neglect kills. 

o The needs of neglectful families are varied and complex. This calls for a joined-

up interagency approach. 

o Effective interventions in child neglect cases are crucial for safeguarding 

children. 
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Background 
 

Neglect has received little attention until relatively recently. Neglect has been described 

as the “most serious type of child maltreatment and the least understood” (Crittenden 

1999: 67). It is the most common reason for inclusion on the child protection register in 

the UK. In the year ending 31st March 2006, 43 per cent of child protection registrations 

in England related to children considered to be at risk of neglect (DfES, 2006a).  

 

 
What is neglect? 
 
Neglect is notoriously difficult to define as there are no clear, cross-cultural standards for 

desirable or minimally adequate child rearing practices (Gaudin 1999). Research shows 

that neglect often co-exists with other forms of abuse and adversity (Daniel 2005; 

Claussen & Cicchetti 1991). While neglect generally refers to the absence of parental care 

and the chronic failure to meet children’s basic needs, defining those needs has not been 

straightforward. “Working Together” (DfES, 2006b) defines neglect as: 

 

“..the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or 

psychological needs, likely to result in the serious impairment of the 

child’s health or development.  Neglect may occur during pregnancy as a 

result of maternal substance abuse. Once a child is born, neglect may 

involve a parent or carer failing to provide adequate food, clothing and 

shelter (including exclusion from home or abandonment); protect a child 

from physical and emotional harm or danger; ensure adequate 

supervision (including the use if inadequate care-givers); or ensure 

access to appropriate medical care or treatment. It may also include 

neglect of, or unresponsiveness to, a child’s basic emotional needs.” 

 

 

The NSPCC study on child maltreatment in the UK examined the prevalence of neglect 

by focusing on the core issues of basic physical nurturing, healthcare and supervision. 6 
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per cent of children were found to have experienced serious absence of care1 (Cawson et 

al 2000). According to Dubowitz et al (1993), experiences of neglect are located within a 

continuum of mild and episodic to severe and chronic physical neglect and emotional 

abuse. Although chronic and long-term neglect may differ from a short period of 

transitory acute neglect, either can endanger or kill a child (Reder et al 1993; Virginia 

Child Protection Newsletter 1998). An increasingly sophisticated understanding of 

neglect is revealing less obvious forms of neglect, such as depriving children of adequate 

stimulation, protective discipline or reliable health care. Equally, there is an increasing 

recognition that emotional neglect can occur even when physical needs are met whereas 

physical neglect always has some emotional impact on the child (Minty 2005). This 

understanding challenges traditional assumptions that a child can be “dirty but happy”.  

 

With the growing importance accorded to children’s psychological needs, a clear-cut 

distinction between emotional “neglect” and emotional “abuse” can seem artificial. This 

is reflected in the term “emotional maltreatment” used in this briefing to encompass both 

emotional neglect and abuse.  

 

 
Causes of neglect 
 
The causes of neglect are complex and can be attributed to three different levels; an intra-

personal, an inter-personal/family and a social/ecological level (Turney & Tanner 2005). 

Although the causes of neglect are varied, studies suggest that, amongst other things, 

parental mental health problems, substance use (Stone, 1998; Cleaver et al, 1999), 

domestic violence (Shepard & Raschick 1999; Cawson 2002), unemployment (Creighton 

1992 cited in Minty & Pattinson 1994), and poverty (Thoburn et al 2000) are factors 

which increase the likelihood of neglect. Neglectful families often experience a variety or 

a combination of adverse factors. 

 

                                                 
1 This included frequently going hungry; frequently going to school in dirty clothes; not being taken 
to the doctor when ill, all under the age of 12; regularly having to look after themselves because 
their parents went away, or had problems such as with drugs or alcohol; being abandoned and 
deserted; or living in a home with dangerous physical conditions. Other measures included having 
to do their own laundry under the age of 12; living in a dirty home; and absence of dental health 
care. 
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At the intra-personal level, the discussion around neglectful parent’s characteristics 

primarily focuses on mothers, reflecting traditional notions of women as carers (Turney 

& Tanner 2005; Scourfield 2003). “Neglectful attributes” have included an inability to 

plan, lack of confidence about the future, difficulty with managing money, emotional 

immaturity, lack of knowledge of children’s needs, a large number of children, being a 

teenage mother, high levels of stress and poor socioeconomic circumstances (Coohey 

1995; Giovanni and Becerra 1979; Mayall & Norgard 1983; Polansky et al 1981; 

Thompson 1995). Mental health problems, particularly depression, have been linked with 

a parent’s inability to meet a child’s needs (Minty 2005). Likewise, substance misuse is 

believed to play a crucial role in undermining a parent’s ability to cope with parental 

responsibilities. While the literature largely focuses on mothers, the role of fathers in 

neglect as well as the impact of their absence remains largely unexplored. There is still 

little known about whether mothers and fathers neglect differently and how this affects 

children. Similarly, not much is known about whether girls and boys experience neglect 

differently. More research in this area and a gendered analysis of neglect would be useful.  

 

At the inter-personal/family level, a significant number of neglectful families are headed 

by a lone mother or have a transient male (Stevenson 1998). Unstable and abusive 

relationships have also been mentioned as increasing the risk of child neglect. The impact 

of living with domestic violence on children frequently includes either direct violence or 

forced witnessing of abuse, which is potentially very damaging to children (Radford & 

Hester, 2006). While the Department of Health (2000) connects children’s exposure to 

domestic violence to parents’ failure to protect them from emotional harm, the notion of 

“failure to protect” has been challenged as it focuses primarily on the responsibility of the 

abused parent, usually the mother, who is often herself at significant risk (Hester et al, 

2006). A recent reform to the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims Act (2004) has 

introduced a new offence of causing or allowing the death of a child or vulnerable adult, 

thus reinforcing the notion of “failure to protect”. Research on domestic violence, 

however, has consistently shown that supporting the non-abusive parent is good child 

protection. There is some indication of the cyclical and inter-generational nature of 

neglect. A study on childhood abuse and later sensitivity to a child’s emotions showed 

that mothers with a self-reported history of physical abuse had higher indications of 

insensitivity and lack of attunement to infants’ emotional cues than mothers with no 

history of abuse (Casanova et al 1994). Although the literature suggests that neglectful 
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parents may have been affected adversely by their own past experiences (Harmer et al 

1999), more research is needed to explore the link between past experiences of 

maltreatment and neglectful parenting behaviours.  

 

At the social/ecological level, the association between poverty and neglect has frequently 

been made. The NSPCC maltreatment study supports the association between neglect and 

lower socio-economic class (Cawson, 2002). US studies have shown that less affluent 

families are more likely to be found to maltreat their children, particularly in the form of 

neglect and physical abuse, than affluent families (Wolock & Horowitz 1979; Sedlak & 

Broadhurst 1996). Some argue that many forms of physical neglect, such as inadequate 

clothing, exposure to environmental hazards and poor hygiene may be directly attributed 

to poverty (Dubowitz 1994) whereas others are more cautious in making a direct link 

(Minty & Pattinson 1994). While poverty is believed to increase the likelihood of neglect, 

it is important to highlight that poverty does not predetermine neglect (McSherry 2004). 

Many low-income families are not neglectful but provide loving homes for their children. 

However, when poverty coexists with other forms of adversity, it can negatively impact 

parent’s ability to cope with stressors and undermine their capacity to adequately respond 

to their child’s needs. McSherry (2004) argues that the relationship between child neglect 

and poverty should be seen as circular and interdependent.  

 

 
Children particularly vulnerable to neglect 
 
Some children are especially vulnerable to neglect. Amongst them are children born 

prematurely or with very low birth weight, children with disabilities, adolescents, 

runaways, children in care, asylum seeking children, refugee children, and children from 

black and minority ethnic communities. In this briefing, adolescents, children with 

disabilities, and children from BME communities are discussed as particularly at risk 

groups. 

 

Neglected adolescents 
 
Child maltreatment and specifically neglect is often viewed as something that affects 

young children. While research has shown that pre-school children are at the highest risk 

of being seriously and fatally injured (UN 2006), there are as many entries concerning 10 
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to 15-year-olds in the Child Protection Register in England as there are concerning 1 to 4-

year-olds and 5 to 9-year-olds (DfES 2005). The NSPCC prevalence study on child 

maltreatment found that 20per cent of young adults in the UK reported having 

experienced inadequate supervision as children, including being allowed out overnight 

without parents knowing their whereabouts as a teenager (Cawson et al 2000). Sedlak 

(1997) further found evidence of increased risk of physical neglect amongst older 

teenagers. UK research found that a quarter of young people who run away from home 

were forced to leave home by their parents (Rees & Siakeu 2004), that some long-term 

runaways have been rejected or abandoned by their parents (Smeaton 2005), and that 

young runaways more than other teenagers feel that their parents don’t care about them 

(Safe on the Streets Research Team 1999). Macaskill (2006) recently argued that 

statutory assessments of child protection concerns should give more credence to 

teenagers’ perception of what it means to be “at risk”. In her study on young runaways, 

young people reported that their parents presented professionals with a picture of reduced 

risk in contrast to their own description of enhanced risk (ibid). While the specific issues 

around young people and neglect in the UK context are still under-researched, adolescent 

maltreatment has received more attention in other countries, particularly in the US and 

Canada. The international literature suggests that maltreatment of adolescents is 

somewhat different from that of younger children. There may be different conceptual 

issues, different trends in maltreatment amongst different age groups, different effects of 

maltreatment and a need for different interventions (Giovannoni 1989; Garbarino 1989; 

Janus et al 1995). The NSPCC is currently carrying out research on young people and 

neglect in cooperation with the Children’s Society and the University of York.  

 

 
Children with disabilities 
 
The neglect of children with disabilities has been largely invisible. The research that does 

exist indicates that disabled children are more vulnerable to maltreatment than non-

disabled children (National Working Group on Child Protection and Disability 2003). 

Sullivan and Knutson’s (1998) US study of a hospital-based sample of children with a 

range of disabilities found that disabled children were 3.8 times more likely to be 

neglected than non-disabled children. Reasons for this are varied and complex. On the 

one hand, children with disabilities might be less able to communicate their needs and to 
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access help outside their families or care settings. On the other hand, the needs of children 

with disabilities are often demanding and may overstretch a family’s capacity to provide 

adequate care (Kennedy & Wonnacott 2005). A Spanish study of 62 disabled children 

found that neglect was the most common form of maltreatment experienced by disabled 

children with 82.2per cent of the cases suffering from physical neglect (Gonzalvo 2002). 

In the UK, however, Cooke’s (2000) study of children under child protection procedures 

shows that neglect was the registration category used the least often for disabled children. 

This contrasts with government statistics that show neglect to be the largest category of 

child maltreatment (DfES 2006). It is evident that the neglect of disabled children is not 

sufficiently recognised and needs to be further investigated.  

 

 
Neglect and cultural and ethnic diversity  
 
The myth that child maltreatment is particularly prevalent in BME communities can be 

attributed to high profile child tragedies involving black children such as Jasmine 

Beckford, Tyra Henry and Victoria Climbié (London Borough of Brent 1985; Lord 

Laming 2003; Newham Area Child Protection Committee 2002). Research suggests a 

high representation of children from minority ethnic communities in child protection 

services (Barn et al 2006). However, this does not necessarily show that ethnic minority 

families neglect or maltreat their children more than other families; it merely indicates 

that minority ethnic children are more likely to be registered for child protection 

concerns. In a recent study on parenting in multi-ethnic Britain, Barn et al found little 

evidence, for instance, of minority ethnic families holding more punitive attitudes 

towards child rearing than white families in Britain. Less than two-fifths of the minority 

ethnic parents reported that they had used physical punishment, mostly occasionally, in 

disciplining their children (ibid). Barn et al, however, also suggest that low income, lack 

of financial resources, unemployment, poor and overcrowded housing and reliance on 

social housing are common problems and often lead to difficult situations for many black, 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi families. These are factors that may put children at an 

increased risk of neglect. Barn et al note a demarcation between public and private 

concerns in different ethnic groups. Some ethnic groups felt able to raise concerns about 

issues like poor housing and lack of finances whereas they were less likely to vocalise 

problems with their children's behaviour to outsiders (ibid). Similarly, Macaskill’s (2006) 
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found that some ethnic minority parents, particularly recent immigrants, did not access 

services when there were problems at home because they felt Britain was “too liberal” 

even though there was little evidence of professionals being culturally insensitive. Her 

study on young runaways showed that three-quarters of young people admitted to a 

London refuge during the four-month period under study came from minority ethnic 

backgrounds.  

 

While Macaskill’s study found little evidence of racism amongst practitioners, recent 

enquiries into the deaths of black children raised some concerns. The inquiry into the 

death of Tyra Henry concluded that the white social workers from Lambeth council were 

too trusting of the family, making assumptions about the extended family because they 

were black (The Guardian 2003). Lord Laming’s investigation of the death of Victoria 

Climbié states that 

 

“Victoria was a black child murdered by her two black carers. Many of 

the professionals with whom she came into contact during her life in this 

country were black. Therefore it is tempting to conclude that racism can 

have no part to play in her case. But such a conclusion fails to recognise 

that racism finds expression in many other ways other than in direct 

application of prejudice (2003: 345).”  

  

This highlights the need to gain a better understanding of how cultural factors shape the 

way children experience neglect and maltreatment. In this context, it is important to 

recognise the enormous diversity that exists within the “BME category”, consisting of a 

plethora of cultural norms and practices, historical narratives, family dynamics and belief 

systems within and across different communities. As Barn et al (2006) point out; the 

heterogeneity of minority ethnic family life is complex and needs to be understood in the 

context of migration, ethnicity, socio-economic circumstances, multiculturalism, and 

racism. A better understanding of this is crucial for devising adequate, culturally relevant 

practice responses. Currently, the provision for children from BME communities 

experiencing neglect is hampered by a lack of resources. Language and communication 

present key barriers. Practitioners are at a disadvantage when clients have a poor 

command of English. Nevertheless, social workers have a responsibility to ensure that 

unfamiliar terms such as “child protection”, “child abuse” and “neglect” are explained 
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without causing the service user further anxiety. Failure to do this will increase the 

vulnerability of ethnic minority children to neglect. 

 

 
Effects of neglect on children’s development 
 
Research focusing specifically on the effects of neglect is still very limited in comparison 

to other areas of child maltreatment, most notably child sexual abuse. As neglect often 

co-exists with other forms of maltreatment, what we know about the effects of neglect is 

primarily derived from studies that examine neglect in conjunction with other forms of 

abuse. Chronic and severe forms of neglect pose a serious threat to a child’s survival. 

Apart from being potentially fatal, neglect causes great distress to children and is believed 

to lead to poor outcomes in the short- and long-term. Possible consequences include an 

array of health and mental health problems, difficulties in forming attachment and 

relationships, lower educational achievements, an increased risk of substance misuse, 

higher risk of experiencing abuse as well as difficulties in assuming parenting 

responsibilities later on in life (Taylor & Bridge 2005). Glaser’s (2000) review of work 

carried out in the fields of neuro-biology and developmental psychology showed that 

emotional neglect can have adverse effects on the development of a child’s brain. A 

longitudinal study on children whose mothers were neglectful and emotionally 

unavailable indicated that children grew up to be socially withdrawn, inattentive and 

cognitively underachieving in their elementary-school years (Erickson & Egeland 1996). 

Another study carried out in Romania on 25 children aged between 23 and 50 months 

showed that being raised in an orphanage seriously delayed their cognitive and social 

functioning (Kaler & Freeman 1994). While knowledge of the effects of neglect is still 

patchy at best, maltreatment is believed to produce varied outcomes. Much of how 

maltreatment affects children during their childhood and later in adulthood depends on 

the type, severity, frequency of the maltreatment and on what support mechanisms and 

coping strategies were available to the child. It is therefore likely that research on the 

effects of neglect would generate a similar multitude of outcomes. More research in this 

area would be beneficial for devising adequate support services to help address the 

adverse short- and long-term effects of neglect. 
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Practice implications 
 

While definitions of neglect have become increasingly comprehensive and sophisticated, 

applying the concept of neglect to practice remains challenging. Research shows that 

practitioners frequently have different understandings of what constitutes neglect and find 

it difficult to decide at what point a referral should be made (Howarth 2005). Neglect is a 

notoriously complex and depressing issue to deal with, which can leave practitioners 

feeling overwhelmed by the enormity and plurality of the needs of neglectful families. 

Because these needs are often varied and interconnected, an effective inter-agency 

response is crucial. Lord Laming’s report (2003) gives evidence to an insufficiently 

joined-up approach in service provision and to a system failing to recognise and 

effectively intervene in serious cases of child neglect with catastrophic consequences. 

Although these extreme cases do not represent a failure of the system per se, they raise 

pertinent questions with regard to how cases of child neglect are picked up. Developing 

effective interventions and services is vital in order to support neglectful parents in 

meeting their children’s needs. In the event that such family-oriented interventions should 

fail, the best interest and welfare of the child should be paramount in deciding on care 

provisions of the neglected child.  

 

 
Policy recommendations 
 

o The NSPCC believes the law should be amended to incorporate a ‘positive duty 

of care’ on parents in England and Wales to promote the welfare of their children.  

Parents in England and Wales can be subject to criminal and civil proceedings if 

they harm or neglect a child, but there is no expectation that they will actively 

promote children's well-being. In Scotland, a positive duty of care is enshrined in 

the Children (Scotland) Act 1995.  

o More and better training is needed to assist professionals in making appropriate 

use of core assessments and the common assessment framework (CAF) to 

support neglected children and to ensure appropriate decisions are made about 

when to intervene and under which section of the Children Act (2004).  
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o Service responses should focus on the rights of the child (OHCHR, 1998). 

o Professional definitions of neglect need to be clarified. Neglect can be a chronic 

as well as an acute situation and is therefore particularly difficult for 

professionals to deal with as an incident. 

o Improving the context of children’s and families’ lives, for instance in relation to 

housing, good quality childcare, the benefits system and specialist substance 

misuse, mental health and domestic violence services, have the potential to 

reduce the likelihood of children being neglected. For more detail, see NSPCC 

policies on Poverty and Parental Substance Misuse, available on the NSPCC 

inform website (www.nspcc.org.uk/inform)  

o A public education campaign is needed to raise awareness of the extent and 

serious consequences of neglect and the importance of reporting it to the 

appropriate agencies.  
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